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McKay’s 1891 Journey: A Window into the Victorian 
Mallee Back Country
John Burch
Abstract
In 1891 Nathaniel McKay travelled south from Mildura across the Mallee 
back country to Yellumjip, south-west of Ouyen. He described his journey 
in the Mildura Cultivator and his articles provide a rare description of the 
back country, also opening a window into colonial and Aboriginal use of 
that land. They document the squatters’ attempts to develop the land, and 
their reliance on Aboriginal labour. In combination with other colonial 
sources, McKay’s observations also suggest extensive pre-colonial use of 
the back country by Aboriginal people. That Aboriginal land use then 
provides a framework that explains the settlement patterns of the squatters.
Introduction
This article is concerned with colonial and Aboriginal use of one part 
of the Victorian Mallee—the back country. ‘Back country’ is the name 
given by the nineteenth-century squatters to the land set back from the 
Murray River and its floodplains. In giving the area its own designation 
they signalled their sense of its difference and strangeness. The back 
country was dry, with no waterways and apparently no permanent water. 
Geographically it consisted of either saline depressions associated with 
saltbush plains or stabilised dunes supporting dense mallee scrub on 
low reddish dunes, or heath and less dense vegetation on larger white 
dunes. Interspersed within these environments were small plains:
One of the strangest features of this strange tract of country is the 
small open circular plains which the explorer comes upon without any 
previous indication from his surroundings that he is going to emerge 
out of the thicket. These circular plains vary from a quarter of a mile 
to two miles in diameter …1
The combination of its seasonally harsh climate, the lack of water 
and the denseness of the mallee scrub contributed to the back country 
developing an aura of danger and impassability. This reputation was 
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formed from the point of first colonial contact, as the first explorers, 
Charles Sturt and Thomas Mitchell, avoided the area altogether. Despite 
some later settlement the back country’s reputation persisted, and in 
the 1890s its mention still conjured up ‘visions of vast trackless wastes 
and impenetrable thickets, of hunger and thirst, of broiling heat and 
inhospitable sand ridges, reflecting a blinding glare into the eyes of the 
bewildered wanderer’.2
The back country was taken up by squatters in the 1850s and 1860s 
but was, of course, Aboriginal land with a history of Aboriginal ownership. 
At the time of colonial settlement, the Murray River corridor had been 
continuously occupied for many thousands of years and was possibly one 
of the most densely populated areas of Aboriginal Australia.3 Aboriginal 
use of the back country is not well documented in academic literature. 
Anne Ross suggested that the back country was settled at least 7,000 years 
ago but subsequently abandoned.4 The current consensus in the literature 
is that, at the point of colonial settlement, Aboriginal people may have 
been making little use of the back country and just seasonally visiting 
the area, though seasonal visiting is never defined.5 John Mulvaney and 
Johan Kamminga suggest that Murray River societies ‘did not venture far 
from the riverine corridor, which is about twenty kilometres wide, or as 
far as people can walk carrying a skin water bag’.6
This article uses the observations of Nathaniel McKay in 1891 to 
explore colonial pastoral use of the back country, the place of Aboriginal 
people in that pastoralism, and the nature of their use of the back country 
before they were dispossessed by the squatters.
The Journey
In April 1891 Governor Hopetoun and ministers from the Victorian 
government visited Mildura. During this visit, Edward Lascelles of 
Coorong Station at Hopetoun and George Chaffey of Mildura Station 
met with the chief secretary to lobby for the establishment of a postal 
service between Warracknabeal and Mildura.7 The proposed mail 
route would service Hopetoun and provide an improved service for 
Mildura. Lascelles and Chaffey offered to share the costs, with Lascelles 
to develop the route from Warracknabeal to Yellumjip, and Chaffey 
from there to Mildura.8 Lascelles and Chaffey must have been given 
some encouragement as Chaffey asked William Paterson to plan the 
route to Yellumjip. Paterson was the manager of Mildura Station and 
had considerable experience in the Mallee. He was accompanied on his 
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planning trip by Nathaniel Breakey McKay. McKay, brother of Hugh 
McKay the inventor of the Sunshine Harvester, had founded the Mildura 
Cultivator newspaper in 1888 and was its editor.9 He subsequently wrote 
a 7,200-word report of his journey that was published in his paper.10
There was no need to find a route to Yellumjip; one already existed 
and was regularly used. After visiting Mildura, Governor Hopetoun 
travelled to Kulkyne Station and from there to Yellumjip, where he 
camped for the night.11 But Chaffey and Lascelles wanted something 
shorter and quicker, and Paterson assessed a route that ran almost due 
south from Mildura across the back country. McKay’s articles make 
several references to a map that was used on the journey, and this was very 
likely a survey of the 142nd meridian carried out in 1885 (referred to as 
the 1885 survey).12 The map and McKay’s articles list the same locations 
and the same spellings for them.
The first part of McKay’s journey ran through saltbush country 
and mallee scrub from Mildura to Double Tank, passing Two Tanks 
(Irymple),13 Ginquam and Callaghan’s Basin. The second part ran around 
the edge of the Raak, a saline depression dotted with salt pans and 
bordered with saltbush plains, to The Oaks, Bald Hill, Dead Dog Corner 
(as named by McKay) and then through dense mallee to Wymlet. The final 
section ran through mallee scrub to Log Tank, Timberoo and Yellumjip. 
In deciding to cross the back country, McKay was not entering a 
‘trackless waste’, and he probably could have made his entire journey on 
existing tracks. The 1885 survey and other contemporaneous maps show 
a network of tracks crossing the back country.14 The only section of the 
journey for which tracks are not indicated on these maps is from Bald 
Hill to Wymlet, but McKay noted that there was a track there and they 
followed an ‘old trail, made in the days when rabbits were unknown’, 
which ran along the lake shorelines. Only about eight miles of the journey, 
from the southern edge of the Raak to Wymlet, is open to speculation. 
The route contained two shortcuts where it left existing tracks; from 
Ginquam it went across country to Callaghan’s Basin, bypassing Cadjill, 
and from Log Tank directly to Timberoo, bypassing Tiega.
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McKay’s Journey 1891
McKay’s was not a demanding or dangerous journey of exploration 
into the unknown; it was a Victorian gentleman’s adventure. His peers in 
Mildura jokingly referred to his account as ‘the rambling record of an idle 
jaunt through the scrub’. McKay travelled in a cart, partly out of preference 
and probably partly to demonstrate that a mail coach could follow the path 
he took. The journey also took place during the cool of winter when cold 
at night was more a concern than heat during the day. The land was at its 
most accommodating; recent good rain had left it lush and picturesque 
with plentiful water but not flooded. Supplies and a remount were sent 
out in advance and guides arranged to help with navigation. On the first 
night McKay stayed in a hut at The Oaks and was met by James Robertson, 
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manager of Kulkyne Station, with whom he shared ‘a limited supply of 
cordials with a Scotch brand on the label’. On the second night he camped 
with Charley Thompson at Wymlet with ‘a very moderate supply of wet 
groceries’.
Charley Thompson accompanied McKay from Wymlet, guiding 
him on the shortcut to Timberoo. Thompson had first come to Kulkyne 
Station as a child in 1870 and lived in the area until his death in 1933. 
In February 1933 ‘Steele Blayde’, a reporter for the Sunraysia Daily, 
interviewed Thompson about his experiences in the Mallee. The interviews 
were published as ‘FROM KULNINE TO KULKYNE, Reminiscences of 
“Charley” Thompson of Kulkyne’ (referred to as the Reminiscences).15
The survey of the proposed mail route was completed in three days 
without incident.  McKay enjoyed himself, found no perils in the back 
country and pondered coming back with a shooting party. In fact the 
journey was relatively simple apart from the path from Dead Dog Corner 
to Wymlet. The conclusion was ‘that a practicable track can be made from 
Mildura to Yellanjip [sic], a distance of about 75 miles’. McKay did, though, 
have some reservations about whether this was the best route, but that 
question was moot. Before he even went to press McKay received advice 
from Lascelles that the ‘old track cannot be improved upon at my end’ and 
that he was switching his attention to getting rail to Hopetoun. 
Pastoralism in the Back Country
Pastoral occupation of the Mallee began in the mid-1840s when squatters 
took up all the land with good water along the Murray River and around 
the Hattah Lakes. Their sheep and cattle were managed by shepherds, 
who led them out to feed and water during the day and penned them up 
at night. The shepherds were based in huts across the runs, often multiple 
shepherds operating out of a single hut, with a hut-keeper to cook their 
meals.16 Huts were densely dotted across the first runs. Osgood Pritchard’s 
1851 map of just part of Kulkyne Station shows four huts supplementing 
the home station.17 Later maps of the entire run show more huts.18 By 
the 1860s the squatting runs were being fenced, stock roamed the fenced 
areas, and the shepherds’ huts were replaced with larger outstations that 
managed an entire run. The shepherds were replaced by boundary riders, 
who maintained the fences, eradicated vermin and rounded up the stock 
as required for shearing or slaughter at the home stations.
Having settled the obviously good land by 1847, the squatters then 
turned their attention to the back country. Instead of an impenetrable 
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thicket or worthless land they found the saltbush country and the small 
plains that were often associated with ephemeral lakes, surface water 
or springs. By 1850, Kulkyne Station had taken up runs at the Raak, 
Tiega (the run was called Nurnurnemal), Yellumjip and Ouyen.19 Yerre 
Yerre (Mildura) Station took up the Irymple run in 1851.20 This was not 
simply a matter of incrementally expanding boundaries; the new runs 
were separated from the first runs and clearly targeted towards specific 
resources. Expansion into the back country was probably initially just 
seasonal, and early applications for this land often refer to it as only 
suitable for winter grazing. John Chester Sandland, manager of Mildura 
Station from 1868 to 1874, said that he usually just spent the winter at 
Benetook, an outstation a few miles to the west of McKay’s route.21
Back Country Runs 1851
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McKay’s observations reveal the extent to which the squatters 
extended their business model into the back country and the significant 
capital investments they made in the area. He noted the earlier presence of 
numerous shepherds’ huts in the back country: three on the Raak, ‘about 
four miles apart, round the north and east of the Raak country’, others 
at The Oaks, Timberoo and Yellumjip, and a shepherd using Callaghan’s 
Basin. Sandland said that there was also originally a shepherd’s hut at 
Ginquam.22 These huts were almost invariably associated with the ‘small, 
open circular plains’.
By McKay’s visit, however, the back country had been fenced and the 
era of shepherds had passed; the huts on the Raak were in ruins and only 
identifiable by old poles and ‘a rectangular patch of nettle, corresponding 
with the area of the old sheepfold’. Ginquam was ‘just a small plain, shut in 
on all sides by mallee, and a shallow catch tank … There are no old ruins, 
no traditions, no nothing’. The huts had been replaced by investment in 
larger outstations at The Oaks and Tiega. The Oaks had an expensive 
water management system, ‘four 400gal tanks sunk in the ground, and 
filled from the surface drainage’, a few acres under cultivation for stock 
feed and even a haystack. Tiega had become a ‘place of considerable 
importance. A big pine hut with a floor of squared logs stands in front 
of a four-acre enclosure, behind and around which is a horse paddock 
of 103 acres, fenced with pine “slabs”’.
In addition to fencing the back country, the squatters tried to 
increase its productivity by investing in water resources. The naturally 
occurring sites of water were dug out to create larger water stores.23 ‘At 
Tiegge [sic] there are a salt-water well, a 4000 yds tank and some [other] 
tanks’.24 McKay also visited water tanks at Irymple, Ginquam, Double 
Tank, Log Tank and Timberoo. 
Despite the improvements, Mallee pastoralism reached its zenith in 
1876 and then collapsed. Investment in the back country had coincided 
with a period of good rainfall, the ‘extraordinary good years’ from 1870 
to 1875.25 But the good years were followed by severe drought from 
1876 to 1882, which was compounded by the accumulating impacts of 
colonial land use in reducing productivity. Wild dogs interbreeding with 
dingoes became an increasing threat to sheep in the 1870s, and rabbits 
started spreading north across the Wimmera in the mid-1870s, arriving at 
Kulkyne Station in 1880.26 The combination of drought, dogs and rabbits 
temporarily made much of the land totally unusable. Even those runs with 
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access to water had reduced feed. The squatters responded by retreating 
to their home stations and abandoning the back country altogether, or 
leaving the runs to a caretaker.27
The breaking of the drought in about 1883 improved conditions, 
but recovery for the squatters was not a simple matter of picking up 
where they had left off. Rabbits had permanently changed the nature of 
the vegetation and made the land less productive. Thompson observed 
in his ‘Reminiscences’: ‘Strange to say stock thrived on the bush in those 
days better than they do on the grass of today’.28 The squatters needed to 
find ways to improve productivity and faced a new expense of managing 
rabbits. Further adding to their challenges, the Mallee Pastoral Leases Act 
1883 had created another investment burden by changing the boundaries 
of runs and requiring new fencing at higher, vermin-proof, standards.
McKay describes the attempts of Kulkyne Station to respond to 
these challenges in the back country, and he presents a positive view of its 
progress. On the Raak he met Shailer at Bald Hill who was ‘excavating a 
big tank’ and Pitt who was ‘fencing the Raak country’. Thompson appeared 
to be successfully managing wild dogs and dingoes. 
But pastoralism was actually in a relentless and terminal decline, 
and the squatters’ investments were becoming worthless. The land may 
have been thick with grass but the saltbush that provided good feed in 
dry seasons was not recovering. On the northern fringes of the Raak 
McKay noted:
At one time there was splendid saltbush all through this region, but 
the sheep and the rabbits attacking it at top and bottom have nearly 
extirpated it. There are a few green sprigs near the boundary fence, 
and it is Mr. Paterson’s prayer that they may wax and grow exceedingly, 
and provide feed for the station sheep …
The tank at Bald Hill failed and Kulkyne Station could only afford 
to fence 227,000 acres of the 812,000 acres it leased, leaving good land 
unproductive.29 The Yellumjip, Tiega (Nurnurnemal) and Ouyen runs 
had not been reoccupied after they were abandoned in about 1880. Tiega, 
which had been an active outstation when visited by the Crown Lands 
Commission of Enquiry in 1879, was in ruins when McKay visited.30 
McKay lamented that the southern back-country runs were ‘[s]plendid 
land, abundant grass—and nothing being done with it’. Thompson may 
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have been very effective, but he was controlling vermin on land that was 
not being used.
Whether pastoralism could re-establish itself became irrelevant as 
the Mallee switched to wheat farming. Grazing licences were progressively 
cancelled and the land subdivided for agriculture. Kulkyne Station’s last 
pastoral leasehold, the Raak, was cancelled in 1920. When the viable limits 
of agriculture were determined through experience, pastoralism returned 
and took up the residual land. In 1931 the MacArthur family established 
Glencoe Station at Cutthroat in the Sunset Country and recommenced 
grazing the Raak. In 1951 Glencoe relocated onto the Raak and still 
operates as a grazing property.
Aboriginal Pastoral Labour
Aboriginal labour was as an essential component in the development of 
Mallee pastoralism. During the gold rushes of the early 1850s much of 
the rural labour force deserted the Mallee and the squatters were forced 
to turn to Aboriginal labour as an alternative. Euston Station owed 
its survival to Aboriginal labour.31 Over time, the relationship of the 
squatters with Aboriginal people moved from one of forced dependence 
to a desire to retain them because of their skill as a workforce. Murdoch 
Leslie of Kulkyne Station reported in 1871: ‘the youngest and strongest 
of the blacks are employed on this station; they are good riders, good 
at mustering cattle and sheep, good shepherds, and also good shearers, 
and they are a benefit to the station’. 32
McKay’s observations confirm that Aboriginal labour was equally 
important in the back country and that Aboriginal men were employed 
in the initial settlement of the Raak as shepherds: ‘We pass “Middle Hut”, 
“Bryan’s Hut”, and “Sam’s Hut” during the morning ... Bryan and Sam were 
aboriginals’. When the land was improved, one of the fencing teams that 
worked for Kulkyne Station was made up of Aboriginal people and led 
by Toby, an Aboriginal man from Lake Victoria.33 
By the time of McKay’s journey, Aboriginal people had been so 
incorporated into pastoralism that they were managing outstations in 
the back country. An article in the Mildura Cultivator, written a month 
before McKay’s journey and probably also written by McKay, reported 
that Irymple outstation was being managed by an Aboriginal couple, Jerry 
and Alice.34 Jerry was almost certainly ‘Jerry, the dusky boundary-rider’ 
who guided Paterson and McKay on their shortcut from Ginquam to 
Callaghan’s Basin. When McKay arrived at The Oaks he found it was also 
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managed by an Aboriginal family: ‘It is “Mac’s” [John Mack] camp. Mac 
is the aboriginal boundary-rider who looks after the 3,000 Kulkyne sheep 
that luxuriate at Raak. He and his spouse, Pinkie, with their offspring, 
live in a neat tent here … “The Oaks” the place is called’.
This handful of Aboriginal people managing outstations in 1891, 
together with their children, constituted a significant proportion of the 
Aboriginal population of the northern Mallee at that time, and McKay 
documents the presence of greater numbers of Aboriginal people than 
government records would indicate.35 Living in the back country provided 
Aboriginal people with an invisible niche. That this was a conscious 
strategy to protect their children from exploitation and forced abduction 
onto missions is a compelling possibility.36 
The pastoral industry in the back country may have offered positive 
opportunities for Aboriginal people in the 1890s, but its history had 
not been benign overall. Pastoral settlement led to the sexual abuse of 
vulnerable Aboriginal women and girls. The abduction of Aboriginal 
women and girls and their imprisonment in the isolated shepherd’s huts 
by white males is documented.37 One recorded instance associated with 
Kulkyne Station may be representative of the back country as a whole. In 
1865 Hickson, a shepherd from Kulkyne Station, went into Wentworth 
for a drinking spree, accompanied by an Aboriginal woman who lived 
with him in his hut. Hickson was killed in an altercation that arose when 
the woman did not want to return with him.38 
The spread of agriculture into the Mallee took away Aboriginal 
people’s paid niche in the back country. In the early twentieth century 
Jerry from Irymple and John Mack from The Oaks were living on the 
fringes of Mildura, old men in their 60s and 70s. Jerry died in the Mildura 
Hospital and John Mack was placed in the Bendigo Benevolent Asylum 
before being rescued by his family, which had separately moved to South 
Australia.39 In 1918 the Mildura Cultivator reported the death of John 
Mack and described him, wrongly, as ‘Our Very Last Blackfellow’.40 The 
newspaper’s source of information was Mack’s son.
The pastoral back-country opportunities may have disappeared but 
non-Aboriginal oral history tells a number of stories of Aboriginal people 
living in remote Mallee niches well into the twentieth century. One story 
places a group of about twelve Aboriginal people living quite close to 
Kulkyne Station on Tarpaulin Island in the Murray.41 Other stories have 
Aboriginal people living in the back country near Hattah (and The Oaks) 
and at the Pink Lakes near Underbool.42
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The Pre-colonial Aboriginal Back Country
McKay’s account and those of other contemporary colonial sources also 
provide insights into Aboriginal use of the back country before their 
dispossession, including the nature of their ‘seasonal visiting’.
The most obvious sign of Aboriginal peoples’ prior use of the back 
country and its resources was their naming of the land, particularly the 
small open circular plains. In 1888 M.D. Breen of Kerang travelled into 
the back country, assessing the likely success of the Chaffey’s irrigation 
project at Mildura in the process. In his report to his community in 
Kerang he noted:
At intervals of several miles, you now and then meet with an opening 
in the scrub which is dignified by the name of a plain. These plains 
still retain their native names, and are found very useful to travel by 
from place to place. They are known as “Boonbonae,” “Lychurra,” 
“Ticklebed,” “Kooralong,” “Yackpool,” “Ivyong,” “Irymple,” and a host 
of others which I forget. The euphony and the poetry of these names 
show their native origin.43 
Without realising it himself, McKay observed other evidence of 
Aboriginal use of the back country. As he travelled south, he started to 
encounter larger, open plains different from the small circular plains. On 
approaching Wymlet he observed, ‘we see ahead a big open plain … the 
grass is stronger and richer and better than anything I have ever seen on 
the Murray’. After leaving Wymlet, ‘we come to Anderson’s Plain. This is 
a level plateau of about 2,000 acres of rich chocolate land and splendidly 
grassed’. Charley Thompson told McKay of other grassed plains: ‘the 
Boolka [sic] country [east of Timberoo] … is an improvement on this 
and that round about Ouyen, a few miles further on, it is better still’. 
McKay had entered an arc of grassed plains stretching from Wymlet 
to Ouyen.
These plains, on fertile land that one would otherwise expect to be 
timbered like the land around them, were not the result of colonial land 
management. McKay makes no reference to land clearance and assumed 
the plains were natural. The first detailed map of the area, a map of 
Pastoral Run 160 (referred to as Run 160), was made in 1865 and shows 
‘richly grassed plains’ in the areas McKay visited or was told about.44 
The presence of the plains at this early date, when there was no colonial 
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capacity to undertake such extensive clearing, confirms the plains existed 
before colonial settlement.
Bill Gammage has demonstrated that early colonial explorers and 
settlers frequently encountered land that had been cleared by Aboriginal 
people to facilitate hunting or the farming of agricultural products 
such as yams but failed to recognise it as a managed artefact. Instead 
they often described these plains as natural parkland: ‘Parks chequered 
Australia’.45 McKay describes Wymlet as a ‘large park’ and, when modern 
Ouyen was settled in 1906, a similar observation was made: ‘[T]here is 
a magnificent beauty spot, known locally as the “Fairy Dell”. It is a gorge 
situated between two pine ridges. Here there is a natural plantation of 
stately pines that give the “Dell” quite a parklike appearance’.46 
Run 160 was made soon enough after colonial settlement that the 
Aboriginal names for the land were still known. Anderson’s Plain appears 
on the map but is given its Aboriginal name, Woornoonoomal (the origin 
of Nurnurnemal?). A large sandhill south of Tiega is named Kooroop, 
and near it a location with surface water is labelled Koorongil Wittup. 
Timberoo is unnamed but already had a sheep yard near surface water. 
One of the plains towards Ouyen is labelled Kow Plain.47 Aboriginal 
Ouyen is shown west of the modern town, with another named plain, 
Kulkilwityur, to its north. The district surveyor, A.E. Tobin, visited 
Aboriginal Ouyen, ‘old Ouyen’, in 1904 and noted, ‘there is a splendid 
water catchment, and a good supply of water’.48
Thompson provides further evidence of Aboriginal use of the 
land between Wymlet and Ouyen. In the ‘Reminiscences’, recalling his 
experience in 1870–72, he describes a regular, well-practised journey 
made ‘mostly made during the winter’ by what appears to be many, if 
not all, of an Aboriginal community of the Hattah Lakes. From the lakes 
Aboriginal people went ‘into the Raak country’, then ‘to Wymlet, thence 
to Tiega’, which was ‘good hunting country’, and finally ‘toward Ouyen’ 
where they probably also stayed for a while.49 McKay’s desire to return to 
Anderson’s Plain to hunt was simply an iteration of Aboriginal land use.
Thompson makes no reference to land management during 
these winter journeys, but the possibility that Aboriginal people were 
maintaining, or had historically maintained, the plains along their 
journey needs to be seriously considered. Just as regular travel between 
Wirrengren Plain and Kulkyne had created a clearly delineated pathway, 
the winter journeys that Thompson describes could have created another 
57John Burch—McKay’s 1891 Journey: A Window into the Victorian Mallee Back Country
back-country pathway, and this article assumes that they did.50 This 
pathway probably started at the Aboriginal campsite at what is now 
Kulkyne Station and ran to Ouyen via the Raak, Wymlet and Tiega 
(referred to as the Kulkyne–Ouyen pathway).51 Though there is no early 
map or records that confirm this pathway’s existence prior to colonial 
settlement, there is evidence of its use early in the colonial period. Run 
160, in the only area it maps, shows a defined track was in use between 
Tiega and Ouyen in 1865. Thompson’s ‘Reminiscences’ also confirm that 
colonial use of this route had commenced by at least the early 1870s. 
He describes a cattle mustering by his father and Aboriginal stockmen 
using the same route earlier travelled by Aboriginal people. The cattle 
‘were shifted to Ouyen district … then they were driven back to Wymlet 
for another muster. Later the shift was to Raak ... Eventually the whole 
mob were taken to Kulkyne homestead’.52 Dale Kerwin has argued that 
Aboriginal pathways frequently ‘became drover runs and coach ways’, 
and the use of Kulkyne–Ouyen pathway fits this paradigm.53 Thompson 
describes its use as a droving run, and McKay’s journey was about using 
part of it as a mail-coach route.
A Kulkyne–Ouyen pathway may have had an extensive Indigenous 
history. There would certainly have been travel between the Kulkyne 
and the Raak when the Raak was occupied. There may also have been a 
continuing desire to travel to the Raak after occupation ceased in order 
to access the stone quarry that Anne Ross identified there.54 Until trade 
developed with other regions, the Raak’s stone would have been regionally 
important. McKay allows a possible link to be drawn between the earlier 
and later uses of the Raak. He describes a point on the edge of the Raak 
so precisely that it can be absolutely identified. This point is within 50 
metres of a site that still has evidence of Aboriginal stone working and 
is probably one of the ‘[s]ites without geometric microliths’ identified 
by Ross and belonging to earlier occupation.55 Aboriginal people were 
travelling back to, or simply passing by, a site that had been in use 
thousands of years earlier.
Thompson’s account of the Aboriginal winter journey leaves an 
important question open. In his narrative, Aboriginal people simply 
went ‘toward Ouyen, and later back to the lakes’.56 The reference to only 
travelling ‘toward Ouyen’ is explicable. By the time the ‘Reminiscences’ 
were written, modern Ouyen had been established and the journey to 
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Aboriginal Ouyen would have finished before reaching modern Ouyen. 
But Thompson does not say how the journey back to the lakes was made. 
There are a number of routes that could have been taken to return to 
the Kulkyne. Aboriginal people could simply have retraced their footsteps, 
or they could have gone to Tiega and followed the Wirrengren–Kulkyne 
pathway. It is also possible that Aboriginal people could have travelled 
east or north-east from Ouyen and returned to the Kulkyne along the 
Murray on a circular path visiting, and perhaps managing, other land. 
References to tracks heading in these directions appear before modern 
Ouyen was settled in 1906. An obvious possible pathway leads directly 
east past water sources at Kulwin and Kulwyne, with travel from there 
further east or north to the Murray via Winnambool. Contemporary 
maps show tracks in these locations.57. Tobin travelled through the area in 
1904 and reported, ‘we eventually struck the old track from Winnambool 
to Ouyen’.58
There is another possible route back to the Kulkyne. Soon after its 
settlement, residents of modern Ouyen started using a route north-east 
to a squatters’ hut, Slab Hut, on the Murray. This was the shortest route 
to the Murray. In 1910 an Ouyen banker went missing for a while trying 
to travel to Euston via Slab Hut.59 In 1915 the State Rivers and Water 
Supply Commission grubbed a track along this line.60 This route has 
associated Aboriginal use as it ran from the Aboriginal campsite at Ouyen 
to another Aboriginal campsite. Slab Hut was located at a point mapped 
by Osgood Pritchard in 1851 and named Whiteroo.61 Other evidence 
of an Aboriginal association comes from a survey of the 35th meridian 
conducted by Tobin in 1905.62 This survey crossed the Ouyen to Slab Hut 
route and shows two of the small circular plains at the intersection. Both 
have tanks and the second is marked with ‘crab holes’, Aboriginal wells, 
showing Aboriginal people were using this land. The second plain also 
has its probable Aboriginal name, Coolite, which has since fallen out of 
use. This evidence is consistent with, but in no way establishes, the prior 
existence of an Aboriginal pathway. The southern section of this track 
was soon overwritten by agricultural subdivision, but a 1924 map of the 
County of Karkarooc preserves the northern part.63
McKay’s observations, Thompson’s ‘Reminiscences’ and the evidence 
from the various maps discussed in this article build a picture of possible 
extensive and intensive Aboriginal land use in the back country, and this 
information is collated in the map ‘Aboriginal Use of the Back Country’.
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This is in no way an exhaustive picture of possible Aboriginal land 
use. The information available is limited by the randomness of colonial 
records. Charley Thompson reported on his experience at the Hattah 
Lakes, but there is no equivalent record for Ouyen. McKay did not travel 
to Ouyen or east of there. Early mapping was not comprehensive and 
was often restricted to particular features such as the Murray, property 
boundaries or lines of latitude and longitude, and ignored other land. 
The detail provided in Run 160 is uncommon. No consideration has been 
given in this article to the tracks McKay followed from Mildura to The 
Oaks, though some of them are very early. Thompson’s family crossed 
the Raak in a cart in 1870.64
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Survival of the Back Country’s Past
Apart from the Raak, most of the back country that McKay crossed 
has since been used for agriculture. Despite this, substantial evidence 
remains of both the era of back-country pastoralism and the Aboriginal 
land use that preceded it. Nearly all the places that McKay visited have 
found their way onto maps at various times and can be located.
The small open circular plains were unsuitable for agriculture and 
often remain as islands in cereal fields, where historically they had been 
islands in a sea of mallee. Ginquam and Callaghan’s Basin currently 
lie deep within cereal fields. Because it is now totally protected from 
rabbits, Callaghan’s Basin is returning to its original state and is covered 
in regenerating saltbush. The Oaks was occupied well into the twentieth 
century and appeared on maps as late as the 1970s. There are still two 
badly decaying buildings on the site. Yellumjip and Tiega are now fenced 
and managed public reserves. Most of the water tanks still exist and some 
are still in use. Double Tank still appears on maps, Timberoo’s tank has 
become a typical farm dam in the corner of a cereal field, and Wymlet is 
the site of functional dams on a small plain between national park and 
farmland.
Other features have disappeared. The cleared Aboriginal grasslands, 
Woornoonoomal and Kulkilwityur, were fertile land and have been 
incorporated into agriculture. Aboriginal Ouyen has been lost, and the 
Fairy Dell is now public recreational space. The locations of the shepherds’ 
huts across the Raak were never mapped and are unknown. There is, 
however, an intriguing possibility that one of the sites continues to be 
used. When Glencoe relocated to the Raak in 1951 it was to an open area 
with no sign of previous occupation.65 But the chosen site lies on the 
Kulkyne–Ouyen pathway, and the features that recommended it to the 
McArthurs may have been equally attractive to the nineteenth-century 
shepherds.
The route that McKay and Paterson followed came into use, if it was 
not already being used, and use continued into the twentieth century. In 
local oral history, recorded by Harold McArthur of Glencoe, it became 
known as the Shearers Track and was used from the 1880s by shearers 
travelling on foot or bicycle between Mildura and Warracknabeal.66 
McKay confirms this in a different article about another trip he made to 
the back country in 1900: ‘There was fair water at Kagill [Cadjill] ... and 
also the horses of the shearers who at present pass through frequently 
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en route to Warracknabeal or other towns on the southern fringe of the 
mallee territory’.67
Most of the tracks north of the Raak have gone, buried under 
the harsh geometry of subdivision for agriculture and the expansion 
of Mildura, but a zig-zagging fence line next to Callaghan’s Basin is an 
indication of earlier use. The track across the Raak remained in use until 
the 1950s. An undated commercial road map made before 1954 shows a 
public road going north from Wymlet to The Oaks and then north-east to 
the Calder Highway.68 The sealing of the Calder Highway in 1954 probably 
led to declining use and then abandonment of the roads across the Raak. 
South of Wymlet, most of the route that McKay followed is still in place, 
if slightly modified by the later requirements of heavier vehicles. McKay’s 
shortcut to Timberoo has been adopted as the modern road structure, 
avoiding the high sandhills around Tiega. 
The Kulkyne–Ouyen pathway is substantially intact. Track lines still 
run from Kulkyne Station to The Oaks and Wymlet. The pathway from 
Wymlet to Tiega, used originally by Aboriginal people and then Johnny 
Thompson droving cattle, still follows its original line to Log Tank and 
is now known as the Honeymoon Hut Track. The Mallee Highway from 
Tiega to Ouyen roughly parallels the Aboriginal pathway.
Conclusions
McKay’s journey may have been an idle jaunt or a gentleman’s adventure 
but his newspaper articles make three important contributions towards 
understanding the history of the back country. First, they document 
the squatters’ use of that land and the extent to which they tried to 
integrate it into their businesses. Second, they confirm the importance of 
Aboriginal people in the pastoral management of the back country and 
the almost invisible niche in the economy they were allocated in return. 
Third, they provide possible evidence of extensive Aboriginal land use 
and management in the back country before colonial settlement.
The picture that emerges is one of successive layers of land use, with 
each layer founded on previous use. The three maps used in this article 
show this layering. McKay’s 1891 journey followed the squatters’ earlier 
choice of back-country runs, which in turn had followed the pattern of 
prior Aboriginal land use. Clearing the land use palimpsest back to the 
original Aboriginal use thus provides a framework for understanding the 
behaviour of the squatters when they entered the Mallee back country. 
The presence of Aboriginal pathways explains the speed with which the 
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squatters found and took up the best resources in the area; all the runs 
taken up by 1851 were on Aboriginal pathways. Land already cleared 
by Aboriginal people was ideally suited for grazing and may explain the 
choices of runs; the Nurnurnemal and Ouyen runs were based on richly 
grassed plains possibly created by Aboriginal people. The shepherds’ huts 
that dotted the back country were located on the small circular plains of 
the back country and were probably connected by Aboriginal pathways 
and served by Aboriginal wells. The tanks the squatters constructed 
expanded the Aboriginal wells and they used the pathways as droving 
routes. 
This picture suggests the need to revisit understandings of 
Aboriginal use of the Mallee back country. Whilst ‘seasonal visiting’ may 
be a factually accurate description, it fails to capture the possible depth of 
the relationship with the land through management of its productivity. 
The notion that Murray River people ‘did not venture far from the riverine 
corridor’ is contradicted by some of the evidence provided here.
These findings also suggest a possible approach to identifying 
other pre-colonial Aboriginal land use in the back country. The close 
relationship between earlier Aboriginal land use and the initial pastoral 
land practices suggests that other pre-colonial Aboriginal ways of using 
the land may be inferred by studying the behaviour of the squatters 
when they took up their runs. The resources the squatters claimed may 
be markers of earlier Aboriginal ways of using the land. The tracks they 
left may mark earlier Aboriginal pathways.
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